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ABSTRACT

In June 1987 the Canadian government announced plans to procure 10 to

12 nuclear attack submarines (SSNs). The evidence suggests that, for some

Canadians, a primary purpose for this submarine program may not be to

enhance the security of NATO, but instead to assert Canada's sovereignty,

principally against the United States, in the Arctic region. The thesis

discusses this decision and its possible implications for the security of North

America and NATO. It is argued that the United States must continue to

have unimpeded access to the Arctic region to counter the ever increasing

threat posed by Soviet nuclear ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs). Finally,

the thesis suggests a possible solution to the current sovereignty debate and a

potential strategy for employing these SSNs to enhance the security of North

America and NATO as a whole.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Since its inception, the Canadian navy has followed the path of a roller

coaster in its development. From 1910 until most recently, Canadians have

historically allowed the world's menacing situations to dictate the course in

which their naval development proceeded. The primary reason for the seesaw

tendency in Canada's naval development is that Canadians have not chosen

to allocate the necessary resources to provide for sustained naval prepared-

ness. As a result, there has been very little consistence during the Royal

Canadian Navy's existence.

This inconsistency in the Royal Canadian Navy's preparedness, coupled

with the multilateral and bilateral agreemnts entered into during and after

World War II, has had the effect of creating a commitment-capability gap

within Canada's foreign policy. Today, not only is Canada's navy incapable of

providing for the security of its 44,000 mile coastline, (but depending on the

demands of specific military contingencies) it may also be incapable of making

any enduring contribution to the Atlantic Alliance.

In June 1987, after almost 40 years of maintaining modest naval

capabilities, the Canadian government announced its plans to procure 10 to

12 nuclear attack submarines (SSNs). This announcement was in part predi-

cated upon Canada's decision to strengthen its naval capacity. However, the

evidence suggests that for some Canadians a primary purpose for this sub-

marine program may not be to enhance the security of the North Atlantic

Treaty Organization (NATO), but instead to assert Canada's sovereignty in

the Arctic region, principally against the United States. This renewed

emphasis upon sovereignty appears to be a response to the United States'

1



refusal to recognize the waters of the Arctic archipelago as Canada's inland

waters. This nonrecognition and the reported use of these waters by U.S. fast

attack submarines has produced a flurry of protests throughout Canada.

There are some questions as to whether Canada can legally claim

sovereignty over the region; nevertheless, the sovereignty issue has become a

problem in the close U.S.-Canadian defense relationship, which was inaugu-

rated during World War I. Since World War I, Canada and the United

States have cooperated on numerous defense-related issues. This close rela-

tionship has been based upon their mutual objective of providing for the

security of North America. One of the more notable U.S.-Canadian defense

cooperation efforts originated in the creation of the North American Air

Defense Command (NORAD) in 1958. The two governments agreed to provide

jointly for the air security of North America. (The organization was subse-

quently renamed the North American Aeruspace Defense Command.) In view

of the United States' and Canada's shared interests and history of close co-

operation, it is hard to see how the sovereignty issue could lead to a truly

fundamental rift between these two friendly governments.

Since the Soviets first developed the ballistic missile submarine in 1955,1

the importance of the Arctic region for the security of North America has

steadily increased. This region is home to the powerful Soviet Northern Fleet,

second in size only to the Pacific Fleet. One of the main strategic problems

posed by the Northern Fleet is that its SSBNs, from concealed hiding places

under the Arctic ice, possess the capability of striking any point in North

1James J. Tritten, Soviet Naval Forces and Nuclear Warfare: Weapons, Employment, and
Policy (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986), 199.

2



America without any warning prior to launch detection. Also, in a conven-

tional war, the Northern Fleet possesses numerous assets that could operate

against the important sea lines of communication (SLOCs) between North

America and Europe.

In view of the threat posed by Soviet SSBNs and other assets of the

Northern Fleet, it is imperative that the U.S. continue to have unimpeded

access to the Arctic region.

This thesis discusses Canada's decision to procure SSNs and the possible

implications of this decision for the security of North America and NATO.

While it is not suggested that 10 to 12 Canadian SSNs could or would be used

to physically deny U.S. submarines access to the Arctic archipelago, the

Canadian government has stated that during peacetime these submarines

would be used to identify foreign submarines entering the region. If a foreign

submarine was identified, the Canadian government would then lodge a

formal protest with the country in question.2 As harmless as these proposed

actions may appear, they could potentially have a twofold adverse impact

upon NATO. First, the proposed Canadian policy could compromise the

discreet nature of U.S. submarine operations in the Arctic. Second, it could

have a detrimental impact upon Alliance cohesion. In view of these

considerations and the ever increasing threat of Soviet nuclear ballistic

missile submarines (SSBNs), it is argued that the U.S. must continue to have

unhampered access to the Arctic region.

2 David R. Francis, "Canada to Join World's Exclusive Nuclear-Sub Club," The Christian
Science Monitor, 3 June 1987, 10.
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Chapter II examines past roles and missions of the Royal Canadian Navy

in order to identify some possible answers as to what factors have contributed

to the navy's current posture. The proposed naval revitalization plan is so

unusual for Canada during peace time that it leads one to speculate about the

origins of the plan. Chapter HI deals with this issue by looking at Canada's

current defense objectives and the role the proposed SSNs will play in accom-

plishing these objectives. In addition, this chapter explores the origin of the

sovereignty dispute between the United States and Canada and reviews other

current issues. Chapter IV discusses some of the pertinent issues (e.g., cost

and source) surrounding the acquisition of the SSNs. Because one of the

stated missions of the proposed submarines is to assert Canada's sovereignty

in the Arctic archipelago, Chapter V assesses the significance of this region in

terms of the security challenges it poses for North America. An assessment of

U.S. and Soviet interests in the Arctic region is undertaken. In view of the

apparent conflict between U.S. interests and some of Canada's sovereignty

claims, Chapter VI attempts to determine how Canada's prospective SSN

assets might be best employed in enhancing the defensive capabilities of

North America and NATO,thereby frustrating the Soviets' chances of being

the victors in any potential dispute.

4



H. CANADA AS A NAVAL POWER

A. HISTORICAL ROLE

Although Canada borders three oceans (Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic),

possesses the world's longest coast line (44,000 miles), and relies heavily upon

seaborne trade, Canada does not have a long tradition as a naval power. As a

matter of fact, the Royal Canadian Navy was not founded until 1910-forty

years after confederation. Prior to this time, Canadians felt little or no need to

raise a navy. In part, the decision to forgo the development of a navy was the

result of Canada's exclusive reliance upon the British Royal Navy (RN), which

at the time had unquestioned supremacy of the seas, to provide for their

maritime security.3

1. Development

Serious consideration for the development of the Canadian Navy did

not begin until 1909, when Germany began to intensify its military build-up

in Europe. As a result of this German threat, the Canadian leadership began

to raise questions about the fate of Canada if Great Britain were to lose its

supremacy of the seas. Obviously, the Canadian leadership did not think that

the prospects for Canada would be very positive if this were to occur, because

it prompted the Parliament to "cordially approve of any necessary expendi-

ture designed to promote the speedy organization of a Canadian naval service

3Joseph Schull, The Far Distant Ships, (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press,
1988), 3.
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in cooperation with and in close relation to the Imperial Navy."4 As a result of

the Parliaments action, a bill was ultimately passed, in 1910, that estab-

lished the Naval Service, Naval Board, and a Naval College. The following

year, the King designated Canada's infant navy the Royal Canadian Navy

(RCN).5

At the time of the navy's inception, a building program was devised

for the construction of five cruisers and six destroyers. In the meanwhile, two

RN cruisers were purchased to serve until the new ships could be constructed

and pressed into service. However, the building program did not proceed very

far before a fierce dispute arose over whether or not British dreadnoughts

should be purchased instead of initiating Canada's own building program.

The very language of the earlier Parliament's resolution "...in cooperation

with and in close relation to the Imperial Navy," served as the underpinning

for this dispute. The end result of this embroilment was that the entire pro-

curement program was placed aside. To make matters worse, the two cruisers

that were previously obtained from the British were later deactivated. Hence,

the Canadian navy remained without ships until the start of World War I and

at a total strength of 366 officers and men.6

2. Role in World War I

When war finally erupted in Europe in 1914, Canada reactivated the

two cruisers previously obtained from Great Britain. The only other assets

Canada possessed to join these cruisers in forming its navy were a fleet of

41bid., 4.

51bid.

61bid., 5.
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trawlers and other small craft. Early in the war and without proper

authorization, the Premier of British Columbia took it upon himself to pur-

chase two submarines from a shipyard in Seattle. These meager naval assets

limited the Royal Canadian Navy's role in World War I to that of performing

only coastal minesweeping, coastal antisubmarine warfare (ASW), and coastal

patrols along the Canadian coast.

At the height of the war, the RCN's personnel end strength reached

six thousand; nevertheless, shortly after the war's end, demobilization

occurred, as it did with other allied countries, and the RCN was reduced to

three ships and 366 men. This drastic demobilization was predicated upon a

growing isolationist attitude, a very low perception of threat to Canada's

shores, and a consideration for Canada's growing debt problems.

An isolationist mentality began to pervade Canada during the war.

Canada's entry into the war was the result of constitutional arrangements

with Great Britain that bound Canada to come to the empire's defense. More

than 600,000 Canadians went to war, serving in either the British or

Canadian armed forces; and some 60,000 of these men lost their lives.7 Such a

huge loss in a war that Canada had obviously had no control over declaring

made some Canadians start to distance themselves from Great Britain and

turn their allegiance inward toward Canada as a nation. This new identifica-

tion was enhanced by the:

...masses of young Canadians [who] were exposed to the British in the army
[and navy] whose social structure was based on the class consciousness of

7David P. Burke, The Unification of the Canadian Armed Forces: The Politics Of Defense
in the Pearson Administration, (PH.D. diss., Harvard University, 1975), 54.
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Edwardian England. The experience persuaded a generation of English
Canadians that whatever they were, they certainly weren't British.8

The Treaty of Versailles codified Canada's isolationist sentiments, for Canada

signed this war-ending treaty separately and not as a dominion subject to

Great Britain.

With the Central Powers defeated and with many commentators

fostering the belief that the war just concluded would rid the world of the

need to fight any future wars, the Canadian leadership did not see any poten-

tial threat to their country's security. As R.H. Roy points out:

The United States, fighting with the allies since 1917, was no longer
regarded as a potential threat to Canada's sovereignty. With a friendly
neighbor to the south, the wide oceans to the west and east, and the frozen
tundra to the north, in a world dominated by friends, Canada seemed
secure. Under the circumstances why maintain any of the services?9

Canada's feeling of security was further reinforced by the trust placed

in the League of Nations as an arbitrator of disputes between nations and the

non-aggression treaties among the Great Powers. It was believed that

"...intelligent men would never permit such a holocaust as 1914-1918 to be

repeated."10

Aside from the human cost, the war had placed a tremendous finan-

cial burden upon Canada, leaving it with many debts. This was another dom-

inant factor contributing to Canada's rapid demobilization.

8Ibid., 55.

9Hector J. Massey, The Canadian Military: A Profile, (Canada: Copp Clark Publishing
Company, 1972.), 37

10IbidL, 40
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Great Britain, recognizing the precarious situation in which drastic

reduction had placed the RCN, gave Canada a cruiser, two destroyers, and

two submarines. However, this was to no avail, because by 1922 Canada's

continued indifference toward the military in this era of isolationist sentiment

(and the general feeling of security) led to the sale of the cruiser and the two

submarines. Thus Canada was left with only two destroyers for maritime

defense. 11

During the entire decade of the 1920s, only $2,000,000 was appropri-

ated to the navy. 12 The neglect of the RCN's capabilities continued until 1936,

when a sparse building program was finally initiated and several other assets

were obtained from the Royal Navy, bringing the total naval force to six

destroyers and eight minesweepers. Accompanying this modest RCN hard-

ware build-up, personnel levels were also increased to slightly more than

3,000.13

3. Role in World War II

Canada entered World War 11 on September 10,1939. In contrast with

its relatively minor role in World War I, the Canadian navy was to assume a

major role in the Second World War. The RCN was assigned primary respon-

sibilities in protecting supply convoys from North America against German

U-boat attacks in the Atlantic. For the accomplishment of this mission, the

RCN required many more ships than it had on hand at the beginning of the

war. Since British shipyards were overwhelmed with the construction of ships

1 Schull, The Far Distant Ships, 5-7.

12Massey, The Canadian Military: A Profile, 41.

13 Schull, The Far Distant Ships, 7.
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to meet the Royal Navy's needs and U.S. shipyards were not prepared to pro-

vide the quantity of ships needed, the Canadians were forced to build

shipyards and construct their own naval vessels. As a result, the Canadians

began constructing a type of whaling ship later called a Corvette. These were

small, fast, and highly maneuverable vessels that proved highly effective in

the RCN's escort and ASW missions. 14

Throughout the war, the Royal Canadian Navy performed its mission

admirably. It was engaged in extensive campaigns in the Mediterranean,

Arctic, Gulf of St. Lawrence, English Channel, North Sea, and even the

Pacific. By 1943, the navy had grown to include approximately 400 warships,

making it a formidable naval force. At the close of World War H, the Royal

Canadian Navy ranked third in the Western world, behind only the United

States and Great Britain.

The RCN's combined wartime efforts accounted for the sinking of 27

German U-boats and the capture or destruction of some 42 enemy surface

ships.15

B. CANADA'S NAVY IN THE POST WAR ERA

For many of the same reasons that demobilization occurred after World

War I, Canada again demobilized its armed forces. Although the reductions

were considerable, they were not as drastic as those after the previous war.

Its navy, which had consisted of 80,000 members at its peak, was reduced to a

force of 10,000. Many of its 400 ships were either scrapped or sold, leaving the

14tbid., 27.

15 Ibid., 425-430.
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Canadian Navy with only an aircraft carrier, two cruisers, and a few smaller

combatants. 16

This demobilization was probably predicated upon "an overwhelming

desire on the part of publics and policy-makers alike to return as quickly as

possible to the normalities of peace."17 Moreover, Prime Minister Mackenzie

King, a Liberal, rejected any notion of Canada serving collectively with the

Commonwealth in supporting British foreign and defense policy during the

post-war period. 18

D. Stairs describes the general feelings that prevailed throughout Canada

following the end of the war.

With the enemy thoroughly dispatched, and with the victorious great

powers committed to continuing their wartime co-operation into the post-war

period, there appeared initially to be little in the way of "external menace"

against which a significant defence capability might have to be maintained.

The principal substantive objectives of foreign policy related primarily to

the regeneration of normal patterns of international trade, partly through the

reconstruction of war-damaged economies in Europe, and partly through the

maintenance of international monetary stability, and neither of these

required a military instrument.

So far as the "diplomatic support" functions were concerned, it was clear

that such military-based influence as Canada might hope to wield had

16Ibid, 430-31.

17Maswey, The Canadian Military: A Profle, 92.

18Burke, The Unification of the Canadian Armed Forces, 71.

11



already been acquired as a result of the Canadian contribution to the conduct

of the war, and that of substantial armed forces. 19

Probably the most significant aim of Canada's defense policy was to

maintain continued cooperation with the United States.20

The war had substantially damaged the United Kingdom's economy and

reduced its military might. The Canadian leadership knew that they could no

longer rely upon Great Britain to provide for Canada's security. Therefore,

they prudently realigned Canada's defense relationships with the United

States, which had emerged by war's end as the leading economic and military

power in the world. This new defense partnership was confirmed in a number

of bilateral and multilateral defense arrangements immediately following

World War II. The partnership in defense had begun with the Ogdensburg

agreement, entered into with the U.S. in 1940. In this pact, it was agreed that

the two governments would provide for the joint defense of North America

during World War II.

With the perception of no external threat, little need of a military for

diplomacy, and a friendly relationship with the world's most powerful

country, a large military establishment would ( it seemed) serve no useful

purpose. As a result of this perceived secure situation, military expenditures

"by fiscal year 1947-48 had dropped to a mere $195,000,000 from a wartime

peak of $2,963,000,000."21 Thus Canada began its slow descent to a secondary

level of strength in a world that had become bipolar.

19D. Stairs cited in Massey, The Canadian Military: A Profie, 93.

2 0Burke, The Unification of the Canadian Armed Forces, 71.

2 1Maey, The Canadian Military: A Profile, 94.
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1. Mission

Canada's enthusiasm for collective security continued after the war,

when it assumed a decisive role in advocating the creation of the North

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 22 Although its military forces had been

drastically reduced, Canada still possessed a substantial military capacity

relative to its European NATO allies. But more importantly, because Canada

was not subjected directly to the ravages of war, its economic infrastructure

was left intact. These two combined factors enabled Canada to exert an

unaccustomed influence in the development of NATO. Canada readily

assumed the role of a major power in leadership; but, as Byers points out, "By

all of the traditional indicators--manpower, equipment, and defense spend-

ing... Canada is not, and never has been, a major military power within the

Western Alliance."23 Despite its middle power status, Canada's assertiveness

in the formulation of NATO led to its assuming commitments that approach

those of a major power.24

Similarly, Canada's zeal for collective security was extended to North

America in the establishment of the North American Air Defense Command

(NORAD), entered into with the United States in 1958.25 In this agreement,

22Jon RMclin, Canada's Changing Defense Policy, 1957-1963, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Press, 1967), 12-13.

23 R. B. Byers, Adelphi Papers 214: Canadian Security and Defense: the Legacy and the
Challenges, (London: The International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1986.), 10.

24Ioid

25Willis C. Armstrong, Louise S. Armstrong, and Francis 0. Wilcox, Canada and the
United States: Dependence and Divergence, (New York: University Press of America, 1986),
224.
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the two governments subscribed to build a radar network for early warning

and to pool their air resources in the defense of North America against Soviet

attacks.

As a result of these collective defense agreements and in providing for

Canada's own defense, the Canadian Armed forces are charged with four

principal responsibilities:

" to contribute to the collective defense of NATO;

* to defend the North American continent in cooperation with the
United States;

* to contribute to international peacekeeping-,

• to protect and enhance Canada's sovereignty and independence. 26

2. Ability to Accomplish Mission

In order to meet its primary NATO objectives during a time of crisis,

Canada's Maritime Command (MARCOM, the successor to the RCN) is com-

mitted to providing the Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic (SACLANT)

with 15 frigates/destroyers, 26 Sea King helicopters, three submarines, and

14 Aurora long-range maritime patrol aircraft.27 These naval assets are

earmarked for use in keeping open the sea lines of communication (SLOCs)

between North America and Europe. However, given Canada's current force

levels (Table 2.1), if MARCOM was called upon to provide these assets,

Canada would be left with only eight frigates/destroyers, nine Sea king heli-

copters, no submarines, and four Aurora long-range maritime patrol aircraft

to patrol its 44,000 mile coastline.

2 6Byers, Adelphi Papers 214: Canadian Security and Defense, 6.

271bid., 7.
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TABLE 2.1. CANADA'S PRESENT MARITIME FORCES28

Re gui., 10,000
PrimaryReserve 3,300

Maljor Op eralieonal Units

Destroyer Squadrons 4
Submarines 3
Maritime Ak Squadrons 9 (1 R eserve)

Principal Equipment u oat WsCot

Fri gateas IDestroyers 12 8
Reaserve Frilgat s I D estroyers 1 2
Submrines 3 -
Replenishment Ships 2 1
Lcong Range PatrolAircrsftt(Aurora) 14 4
Meadi um Ran ge PatroArcratt (Track er) 15 3
H ei o pt em (Se*aKin g) 31 4
Divng Support 1 -

Training Vessels 21 10

Bases in Canada 3

Moreover, because of their age, many of the assets, if called upon,

could only make a limited contribution to SACLANT. 2 9 For example, the

three British-built Oberon-class submarines that Canada currently operates

28Byers, Canada, Department of National Defence, Challenge and Commitmnent: A
Defence Policy for Canada, (Ottawa: Canadian Government Publishing Center, 1987) 30. This
publication is commonly referred to as the White Paper and it will be referred to as such for
the remainder of this thesis.

2 9Byers, Adeiphi Papers 214: Canadian Security and Defense, 7.
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